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Abstract   
 
A victimisation study conducted among 3300 householders in South Africa’s Nelson Mandela Metropolitan 
Municipality (NMMM) in the Eastern Cape Province aimed to inform a crime prevention strategy for the 
metropolitan area. The study found that the variables ‘fear of crime’ – measured in terms of perceived likelihood 
of victimisation – and concern about ‘personal safety’ had greater negative influence on life satisfaction than 
actual victimisation. Individual crimes against the person had greater negative influence on subjective wellbeing 
and feelings of personal safety than property and other household crimes. Individuals who perceived themselves 
to be at risk of becoming a victim of crime also perceived greater risk of other misfortunes. However, materially 
better-off victims reported higher levels of life satisfaction than non-victims in spite of their crime experience. 
South Africa has high crime rates by international standards and fighting crime presents the country with one of 
its major challenges in the second decade of democracy. Nevertheless, findings suggest that the negative impact 
of crime issues on achieving the good life are overshadowed by issues of racial inequalities and poverty. The 
conclusion is drawn that residents of Nelson Mandela Metropole are hardy when it comes to living with crime but 
nonetheless suffer stress in doing so. From a methodological perspective, the discussion considers whether 
subjective crime issues such as fear of crime and personal safety should be regarded as personal or neighbourhood 
quality-of-life issues. Based on survey findings, the conclusion is drawn that concern for personal safety is both. 
However, a crime-as neighbourhood-issue is more likely to attract remedial action on the part of local authorities 
to better protect citizens and allay their fears of crime. 
 
Introduction 
 
Crime is cause for concern in the new South Africa. It casts a shadow on the miracle of a negotiated settlement in 
1994. It might be the single factor that prevents South Africa’s ‘rainbow people’ from ‘living happily ever after’ 
under democracy. There are few in-depth studies of the impact of crime on the wellbeing of citizens in transition 
societies. This study fills the gap by inquiring into criminal victimisation and its impact on life quality in the 
Nelson Mandela Metropolitan Municipality in South Africa’s Eastern Cape Province. 
 
Crime in the Transition Period 
 
South Africa has one of the highest crime rates in the world – in particular a high murder and rape rate – that 
leaves its mark on South African society and fosters fear of crime. South Africa’s crime rate increased 
dramatically during the uncertain period of transition which saw not only the unbanning of the African National 
Congress and the release of Nelson Mandela who was to become South Africa’s first democratically elected 
president, but also the gradual lifting of the nation-wide state of emergency. Although many South Africans 
associate rising crime with the advent of democracy, its history predates the first open elections of 1994. South 
Africa experienced a huge increase in crime in the early 1990s, at a time when the negotiations that led to the 
country’s political settlement were already under way. Crime crept into South African society by stealth so to 
speak during the 1980s under the old regime when the police force was preoccupied with containing political 
violence rather than crime. Preoccupation with policing politically motivated violence meant that the increase in 
other crime went largely undetected. Moreover, to counter the economic sanctions imposed on the apartheid 
regime, South Africa had become introspective and more self-sufficient. While the old regime was preoccupied 
with quelling black resistance during the state of emergency in the 1980s, the drug trade crept into South Africa 
unnoticed, along with the growth of crime syndicates operating smuggling operations with gold, diamonds and 
other precious metals. Some transactions with suppliers were paid in kind, and hijacking of vehicles, a scarce 
commodity in the north, increased significantly (Sparks, 2003, p. 226ff). 
The crime situation in South Africa’s fledgling democracy may be similar to that found in other societies in 
transition such as the former USSR. A rise in crime is often seen as a typical phenomenon accompanying political 
and economic transition. Crime fills the cracks in a shaken economy and the tears in the broken social fabric of a 
fractured society. Thus, crime might be regarded as a passing phenomenon. 
A major concern for South Africans is that statistics indicate that crime continued to increase during the 1990s or 
has stabilised at very high levels (Leggett, 2003). Select crime statistics in Table I illustrate this trend. One of the 
worrying features of the crime scene in South Africa is the propensity of violence. South Africa, with a murder 
rate of 47 per 100,000 in 2002/2003, has one of the world’s highest murder rates. In comparison, the homicide 
rate is some 6 per 100,000 in the United States and less than 2 in parts of Europe (Stadler, 2003,   
p. 19). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The question is whether crime statistics are strictly comparable over time in transition societies (see Leggett, 
2002). Reporting of South African crime may have improved in the democratic era now that police are charged 
with crime prevention and protecting the rights of the country’s citizens rather than enforcing a repressive 
political system. In part, rising crime rates are a reflection of increased reporting due to greater awareness of the 
importance of crime statistics, growing confidence in the police, and better data collection on the part of the 
police (Louw, 1997). An indication of the importance attached to crime statistics in the democratic era is the 
public outcry during a moratorium on crime reporting while reporting systems were under review, and more 
recently, when the decision was taken not to release station-level crime statistics (Leggett, 2003). 
 
The Politics of Crime  
 
Crime is an emotive issue in the new South Africa. It is regarded as a major threat to realising the goals of a 
rainbow society at peace with itself. While South Africa’s widely acclaimed Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission may have helped some South Africans to come to terms with the wrongs of the past, the issue of 
crime continues to polarise society. Crime is not a neutral issue as is evident in a major shift in public perceptions 
of societal problems in the 1990s. Race relations and political violence were seen as major obstacles to progress 
in pre-democratic times. Under democracy, crime has increasingly emerged as a major social problem. The 
political opposition has repeatedly called for greater efforts to fight crime and has accused the African National 
Congress government of ineptitude and lack of political will to solve the problem. 
A common theme in social discourse is that crime is inevitable in a society characterised by extreme inequalities. 
According to popular perception crime has increased in white suburbs since democracy, which accounts for the 
fact that crime tends to feature higher on the list of societal concerns compiled by white citizens. Unsurprisingly, 
black citizens may view crime as a lesser evil compared to poverty and unemployment. Writing in 1996, Louw 
foresaw that the links between development, unemployment and crime would probably become the focus in South 
Africa’s crime debate in future. Citing Shaw (1995) she warned that the connections between crime, 
unemployment and development are complex (Louw, 1997). True to Louw’s prediction, the viewpoint that the 
unemployed are more likely to commit crime is a commonly held one in the new millennium. However, as Louw 
points out, the assumption is not consistently verified by research. International studies indicate that as 
development increases so do crimes against property. Thus, the development efforts of the new government may 
have created new opportunities for crime while at the same time increasing the inequalities in society that 
encourage crime (Louw, 1997). In short, South Africa’s new black middle class may become targets of property 
crimes to the same extent as their white peers. 
As a result of the deep divides in South Africa, white South Africans, who were protected from the political 
violence and petty crime that beleaguered township dwellers under apartheid, see themselves as the main targets 
of crime in the new era. Racial segregation in the late 1980s and early 1990s largely insulated whites from crime 
rates that had been high in neighbouring black townships. The respected Institute for Security Study points out 
that blacks are more likely to be victims of most crimes. For example, victim surveys conducted from 1997 to 
2000 show that the poor, the majority of whom are black and coloured and living in townships, are more at risk of 
being victims of interpersonal crimes as well as violent property crimes like robbery. National mortality data for 
1999 show that homicides of black and coloured people accounted for 93% of the 6800 homicides reported 
although these groups made up 86% of the total population according to the 1996 census (Masuku, 2002, p. 9). 
During the struggle against apartheid criminal activities masqueraded as politically motivated ones in the black 
townships. Under democracy crime has replaced political violence as a threat to personal safety in the townships 
(Kynock, 2003). 
Victims of crime in the new South Africa argue that society has become complacent about crime. While the rights 
of politically motivated law breakers were likely to be violated under apartheid, the new Constitution and Bill of 
Rights seek to redress past discrimination to ensure criminals’ rights to human dignity and justice. A common 
viewpoint is that the pendulum has now shifted in favour of perpetrator rights over victim rights. There are 
worrying signs of a groundswell of rage. Opinions rarely converge in South Africa’s highly divided society, but 
there is consensus that the death penalty – abolished in 1997 by the African National Congress as untenable in a 
rights-based democracy – should be re-introduced as a crime deterrent. A Human Sciences Research Council 
survey showed that 71% of South Africans favoured the reinstatement of the death penalty (SAIRR, 1997, p. 98). 
A more recent 2003 national opinion survey among urban dwellers commissioned by a major newspaper, 
Business Day (October 23, 2003, p. 4), found that 79% of the population wish to see the death penalty reinstated, 
a move that would call for an amendment to the constitution (Benjamin, 2003). 
Another worry shared by all sectors of society is that criminals will not be brought to justice if there is insufficient 
evidence to hold in a court of law. The 1990s have seen the emergence of vigilantism and kangaroo courts in 
crime-ridden communities that seek instant retribution and the conviction and punishment of criminals. While 
crime was growing in the early 1990s, confidence in the police had been lost. The police were seen as supporters 
of the old regime, the enforcers of oppressive laws rather than custodians of community safety and security. The 
abrupt shift in the mission of the police and the lack of confidence of the communities they were now supposed to 
serve led to widespread disillusionment and demotivation in the force in the 1990s. Part of the problem, according 
to Sparks is that the newly integrated police force is understaffed, underresourced and demoralised. Instances of 
police brutality in the new era have reinforced the view of racism in the police force. During the transition, South 
Africa’s police force saw the integration of 10 homeland police forces and the national force into a single unit. 
The former, along with security guards recruited during the unrest of the 1980s, were poorly trained and lacked 
education. More than 30% of the 120,000 national force are illiterate and more than 11,000 officers do not have 
drivers’ licences (Sparks, 2003, p. 231). 
Moves to boost community confidence in the police and to enlist co-operation in law enforcement include the 
establishment of community crime forums. Recently, South Africa’s business community formed Business 
Against Crime, an initiative that seeks to assist the police with training and education to combat crime. Efforts are 
underway nationally to engage communities in assisting with policing to ensure that the service is more efficient 
and crime does not pay (Hough and Du Plessis, 2003). A case in point, the study reported here was conducted as 
part of a project to facilitate community involvement in effective policing in the Nelson Mandela Metropole. 
 
Crime and Quality of Life in Societies in Transition  
 
Although crime is often reported as a typical problem of transition, there are few studies that focus on the quality 
of life of victims in transition countries. This may be due to the general dearth of studies of the impact of criminal 
victimisation on quality of life. Michalos and Zumbo (2000, p. 246) found no such studies making this explicit 
connection between criminal victimisation and quality of life among over 6000 abstracts in their literature search. 
They report on some 10 studies that refer to satisfaction and crime less explicitly in their introduction. Our own 
literature search among 600 journals published by Kluwer since 1997, found only some four articles linking 
criminal victimisation to subjective wellbeing, including the one by Michalos and Zumbo. Most of these studies 
were restricted to developed countries. The study reported here seeks to fill the gap in our knowledge of criminal 
victimisation in a transition society. 
The paper focuses on quality of life issues covered in a study of criminal victimisation in the Nelson Mandela 
Metropolitan Municipality, the urban areas surrounding the coastal city of Port Elizabeth in the Eastern Cape 
Province. According to a national survey (n 4000) conducted in the 1990s, the percentage of crimes committed 
against individuals during the period 1993–1997 was highest in the Port Elizabeth (26%) police areas, where 
unemployment among males tends to be high (Statistics South Africa, 1998, p. iv). During the survey year 
2002/2003, official statistics for Port Elizabeth, a city with around one million population, reported 602 murders, 
812 attempted murders, 171 cases of culpable homicide, 1463 cases of rape, 6791 assaults with intention to do 
grievous bodily harm, 3165 robberies with aggravating circumstances, and 8678 burglaries at residential premises 
(SAPS, 2003). 
The following section of the paper first introduces the rationale of the study. The second part gives an overview 
of findings from the household victim study by way of background. The third part analyses the impact of 
victimisation on perceived quality of life and profiles victims and individuals who are dissatisfied with their 
personal safety. The last section discusses the findings in the light of the literature on victimology and quality of 
life. Consideration is given to the policy implications of the findings for achieving better citizen protection. 
 
Rationale 
 
Crime as a statistic might be regarded as a threat too remote to impact on subjective wellbeing. In contrast, if 
crime becomes a personal issue, its centrality will have a direct negative influence on people’s quality of life. The 
quality-of-life literature states that the less central issues of life, in particular ones related to local public services 
and governance, tend to have less influence on subjective wellbeing than central issues such as self, health, 
family, friends and livelihoods. Given South African crime rates, crime might be regarded as an issue that impacts 
on everyday life. Certainly, the 1995 wave of the South African Quality of Life Trends study, the latest that 
covered global and domain indicators, found that South Africans from all walks of life were dissatisfied with 
personal safety (Møller, 1998). The question is whether criminal victimisation has a direct negative effect on the 
wellbeing of South Africans. 
The rationale for exploring the impact of criminal victimisation on subjective wellbeing is summarised in four 
hypotheses as follows. 
 
Firstly, it is expected that the experience of victimisation will depress wellbeing generally. More recent victimisation is 
expected to have a stronger negative impact on wellbeing than earlier victimisation.  
Secondly, it is argued that more serious crimes will have an initially more traumatic effect on victims and one that might be 
longer lasting.  
Thirdly, it might be argued that repeat victimisation will have a greater negative impact on personal wellbeing than a single 
incident. Anecdotes abound in South Africa of victims who have emigrated after experiencing ‘one crime too many’. 
Fourthly, a social comparison approach suggests that the impact of victimisation on perceived quality of life depends on a 
neighbourhood reference standard. Victims might feel less humiliated or stigmatised if crime is rife in their neighbourhood. 
Victims who have not taken socially approved precautions might feel that they themselves are partially to blame for   
attracting crime. 
 
Counter hypotheses are equally plausible in the South African case. Regarding the first proposition, in line with 
the theory of homeostatis (Cummins, 2000), we might expect crime victims to initially react negatively but to 
regain their normal happiness set-level in time (hypotheses one and two). Nonetheless, severely traumatised 
victims might be slower to do so or might never regain their original personal disposition of happiness 
(Wemmers, 2002). Further, consider that crime victims might become more aware of their vulnerability than non-
victims and take greater precautions to better protect themselves. Having taken such precautions victims may feel 
more confident that they will not become targets in future. In turn, this newfound confidence might enhance their 
wellbeing. 
In the case of repeat victimisation (hypothesis three), one could argue that some crime victims might be 
psychologically better equipped to cope the second time round (Winkel and Vrij, 1998). Hardy repeat victims 
might ‘shrug off’ multiple incidences of less serious crimes, such as housebreaking or theft from vehicles, as a 
crime statistic. There is also a peculiarly South African counter-argument to the stigmatisation hypothesis. In a 
high-crime society, citizens learn to adjust to threats in their environment and are socialised into becoming safety 
conscious. As crime is a fact of life, victimisation might be considered unfortunate but not a stigma. 
A further counter-hypothesis which applies to all propositions above, suggested by the study undertaken by 
Michalos and Zumbo, is that criminal victimisation does not impact on the ego and thus has very little impact on 
subjective wellbeing. On the basis of their study of criminal victimisation in a Canadian town, they argue that 
crime-related issues should be subsumed under neighbourhood quality of life. Their exploratory regression 
analyses showed that crime issues could easily be displaced with neighbourhood issues to explain life satisfaction. 
Thus crime issues would depress satisfaction with community life but not overall subjective wellbeing unless 
mediated by satisfaction with personal safety. However, in the Canadian study crime victims did score 
significantly lower on overall life satisfaction than non-victims. 
Along similar lines, as noted earlier, the quality-of-life literature states that mainly domains close to the self 
influence life satisfaction and similar measures of subjective wellbeing. Given the high crime rates in South 
African cities, one might contend that South Africans have become used to crime and would be less inclined to 
personalise a crime experience. Thus, if criminal victimisation is not considered a personal affront, it might not 
make a major impact on personal quality of life and there would be not stigma attached to becoming a victim. 
Nevertheless, high crime rates might well be considered an obstacle to achieving an acceptably high quality of 
society, which in turn might depress subjective wellbeing. Crime is opportunistic. Victims tend to be in the wrong 
place at the wrong time. The routine activity theory of crime stipulates that three minimal elements have to 
converge in time and space for crime to occur, namely, a suitable target, an offender, and the absence of capable 
guardianship (Hopkins and Tilley, 2001). Residents have control only over the target and guardianship. 
Therefore, South Africans must be careful to choose the ‘right’ neighbourhood to live in, to protect their persons 
and possessions, and to be vigilant at all times. Obviously, such peace-of-mind precautions have both financial 
and emotional costs. Citizens may resent social pressure to take precautions against crime that call for personal 
sacrifices such as expenditure on precautions to ‘harden targets’ or on lifestyle changes. Such resentments might 
well impact negatively on personal wellbeing.  
The above arguments and counter-arguments were used to guide the analysis of information generated by the 
household victim study in Nelson Mandela Metropole. The methodology employed in the study and an overview 
of the substantive results of the inquiry are given in the next section before turning to the analysis of the findings. 
 
Method 
 
The household victim study formed one of four research components to develop a crime reduction strategy for the 
Nelson Mandela Metropolitan Municipality that incorporates the cities of Port Elizabeth, and Uitenhage and 
Despatch. The metropolitan area is located at the end of the scenic garden route which follows the coast from 
Cape Town to Port Elizabeth. A police service delivery survey, a court-users survey and an offender study were 
the other components. 
The household victim study employed a multi-stage cluster sampling design. The entire Nelson Mandela 
Metropolitan Municipality was stratified according to police station boundaries. The 1996 Census Enumerator 
Areas (CEA), the latest available, were then assigned to police wards and 320 CEAs selected according to 
probability proportional to size principles to yield some 200 households per cluster and 100 in the case of a rural 
cluster. In total, 3300 households were included in the survey. Interviewers trained especially for the task 
conducted personal interviews with the household head or a responsible adult over 18 years of age. Interviews 
were conducted in the home language of the householder using an English-language questionnaire containing 
mainly closed-ended items. Fieldwork commenced on 18 October 2002 and was completed in just over a month. 
The questionnaire covered experience of crime, general perceptions of crime, protection, policing issues, local 
government and service delivery, and quality-of-life issues. The questionnaire was developed by the Institute for 
Security Studies in consultation with interested parties from the municipality, Business Against Crime, the 
research organisation commissioned to carry out the fieldwork, and the author. 
 
Survey results 
 
Demographic Profile 
 
A quarter of householders are under 35 years and over a third are 50 years or older. Some 42% of householders 
are black, 35% white, 23% coloured, and 1% Indian. According to the Municipal Demarcation Board population 
estimates, blacks constitute 54%, coloureds 23%, whites 17%, and Indians 1% of the population in the area 
(Masuku, 2003). White householders are overrepresented in the sample owing to the sample design that was 
stratified according to police wards rather than geographical areas. Under the former government white residential 
areas were better served with police stations. However, for purposes of this study the more equal size of the three 
major racial groupings in the metropolitan area can be seen as advantageous. 
The majority of householders live in formal housing in the urban areas of the metropolitan area. One in 10 
householders live in an informal housing area. Nine in 10 householders own their home. The majority live in a 
detached brick house, 8% in a room or flat, and 10% in a shack. 
The non-economically active, housewives, retired persons, students and the disabled account for some 44% of the 
sample. A further fifth of householders state they are unemployed, 12% are employed informally or on a casual 
basis, and 23% are employed in the formal sector. Average household incomes vary considerably with 8% 
earning less than R500 per month and just over a fifth earning at least R5000 or 10 times more than the lowest 
income group. A third of households receive social assistance, in most cases an old-age pension. Some 63% of 
households in the survey have access to a fixed line telephone or a cellular phone, and 47% have a vehicle. 
 
Social Integration 
 
The majority of households in the survey are well established in their neighbourhood. Newcomers comprise only 
13% of householders who have lived in their neighbourhood for two or less years. A third have lived in the area 
for 10 or more years. Over nine in 10 (92%) know the name of their next-door neighbour and 71% would trust 
their neighbours to look after their children for an evening. The majority (62%) of householders are members of a 
local community organisation. In this category, 73% state they belong to a church or religious organisation. 
However, only 9% in the category belong to a residents’ association and less than 1% belong to a neighbourhood 
watch. 
 
 
Incidence of Criminal Victimization 
 
The survey collected information on criminal victimisation supplied by the respondent for the 5-year period from 
1998 to 2002. In line with common practice the survey made a distinction between ‘household’ and ‘individual’ 
crimes. Respondents were asked if the household or members had experienced a burglary, theft of a vehicle, stock 
theft, theft out of a vehicle, and murder, in that order. Respondents were also asked whether they had been a 
victim of a robbery, assault, car hijacking or a sexual assault. 
Table II gives the results. Information was collected for a total of 2014 cases of criminal victimisation. Some 30% 
of householders reported experience of a household crime (13% in the earlier 1998–2001 period and 16% in the 
year of the survey). Some 10% had personal experience of an individual crime against the person (4% in the 
earlier period and 6% in the year of the survey). Burglary, with over 15% of households being victims during the 
period 1998–2001 and a further 10% in the year of the survey, was the most common crime. 
Some 9% of victims of household crimes were repeat victims, that is, households had been victimised in the 
earlier and later period covered in the survey; 3% were repeat victims of individual crimes. In the earlier period, 
some 3% of victims of individual crimes had also experienced a household crime; in the year of the survey, less 
than 2% had done so. 
 
 
 
 
Further information was collected for crimes that had occurred during the survey year. In most cases victims had 
reported the crime to the police. Robbery and assault were less likely to be reported than other crimes. A third or 
more victims reportedly knew the perpetrator by name or sight. The perpetrator was less likely to be known in the 
case of theft of vehicles or out of vehicles. The majority of crimes occurred in the victim’s home. Hijacking, 
robbery and assault other than rape were more likely to have taken place in the street or shopping areas. 
 
Perceptions of Crime 
 
Following on reports of victimisation, the survey explored general perceptions of crime. The majority of 
householders (55%) thought crime in their neighbourhood was on the increase. According to the respondents, the 
most common crimes in their neighbourhood were housebreaking, robbery, and theft (Table III, left column). 
Rape, car theft, assault and murder were other frequent mentions. The most common crimes in the perception of 
the respondents corresponds with those chosen in advance to be covered in the survey when designing the study 
(see Table II above). Crimes most feared by respondents include a mix of the most common property crimes such 
as housebreaking, but also the more serious crimes involving threats to the individual including rape, murder and 
assault (Table III, right column). 
 
 
 
 
 
A minority (40%) believed crime in the area was committed by organised syndicates. Less than a fifth (16%) 
claimed to know a person making a living from crime. 
Some 44% reported that there was a place in the neighbourhood where they felt very unsafe. ‘Unsafe’ places 
identified by respondents included mainly public space including streets (34% of respondents naming unsafe 
places), parks and open fields (24%), the vicinity of shops (16%), taverns (14%), and taxi ranks (4%). Only 5% of 
respondents made mention of the home as an unsafe place although most crimes occur there according to results 
in Table II above. 
 
Almost a third of respondents (32%) felt their personal behaviour had ‘changed over the past 3 years because of 
crime’. The most common behavioural changes mentioned spontaneously included staying home at night or 
coming home early; being more alert, prudent and aware of one’s surroundings; avoiding certain areas 
particularly at night or on foot; and locking up.A few respondents mentioned they had become more suspicious of 
everyone and more aggressive in their behaviour. 
 
Protection Against Crime 
 
The survey inquired into the ways in which citizens sought to protect themselves and their property against crime. 
Two-thirds of householders (66%) had taken measures to protect their homes. Most precautions sought to make it 
harder to target properties. Target-hardening measures included window and door grilles and special windows 
(32% of persons taking precautions), security locks on doors (21%), high walls (5%), and in few instances razor 
wire, electrified fences and special security lights. Some householders had invested in burglar alarms (16%) and 
armed response (4%) to make their homes safer. Over a quarter of households had dogs (28%). Few householders 
carried a traditional weapon (4%), such as a stout stick (knobkerrie), or a gun (3%). 
The majority of householders who had taken precautions to protect their homes felt safer (49%) or much safer 
(26%). Regarding neighbourhood safety, only a fifth (22%) knew of a residential anti-crime initiative operating in 
the area such as a street committee, community police forum, a neighbourhood watch, or a vigilante group. 
Almost three quarters (74%) of householders who knew of an anti-crime initiative operating in their 
neighbourhood, felt safer. 
 
Perceptions of Policing  
 
A higher proportion of householders stated that police in their area were currently doing a better (37%) rather 
than a worse (23%) job compared with 3 years ago. Respondents expressed growing confidence by endorsing 
qualifications such as ‘they try hard to make the area safer’, ‘they arrest criminals’, or ‘I trust the police’. Lack of 
confidence stemmed mainly from perceptions of the police being corrupt, lazy or drunk, and lacking the 
necessary resources. Some respondents pointed out that criminals were released from prison without being 
charged and police did not come when needed. 
Nine in 10 householders (93%) stated they would report a crime to the police mainly out of a sense of duty as 
citizens and to make their neighbourhood safer. A third (34%) reported seeing a police officer in uniform on duty 
in their neighbourhood once a day, and a further quarter (27%) once a week. In contrast, a fifth (20%) stated they 
had never seen police in their area. The vast majority (87%) thought they would feel safer if they saw police on 
duty in their area more often. Just over 61% volunteered to help the police reduce crime in the area where they 
lived. 
 
Community Police Forums 
 
A third (34%) had heard of community police forums and a quarter (24%) stated they knew what their functions 
were. Only 10% of householders reported that a police forum operated in their neighbourhood and only 4% 
participated in a forum. Most householders in this group had heard about the forums by word of mouth and the 
majority viewpoint was that the forums assisted the police to deal with crime and served to protect the 
neighbourhood. 
 
Perceptions of Local Government and Service Delivery  
 
After a quiz on knowledge of their representation on local and national government, respondents were asked to 
rate delivery of municipal services and what services were needed to improve their area. The majority (65%) 
agreed that the municipality was doing a good job of delivering needed services. Spontaneous mention of needed 
services referred mainly to services at less cost, development to provide jobs, and basic services such as water, 
housing and refuse removal. Some 48% stated they would volunteer to improve services in their neighbourhood. 
When asked what would make their neighbourhoods safer, respondents spontaneously mentioned community 
initiatives such as neighbourhood watches and night patrols, keeping an eye on neighbours’ property, and acting 
as eyes and ears to assist the police to fight crime by passing on information on criminal activities. Almost 70% 
volunteered to participate in community activities to make their area safer. Noteworthy is that there were more 
volunteers for improving the safety of the neighbourhood (70%) than services in the area (48%). Volunteers 
stressed that it was essential to work together to ensure neighbourhood safety. 
 
 
Neighbourhood Quality of Life 
 
The last section of the questionnaire addressed community and personal quality of life. Respondents were asked 
to rate 15 characteristics of their neighbourhoods on a three-point satisfaction scale. Personal safety was included 
among these items. Results are shown in Table IV. Satisfaction with basic services was highest while 
dissatisfaction with job opportunities and recreational facilities was strongest. Satisfaction with personal safety 
ranked only slightly ahead of the most dissatisfying aspects of community life. 
 
 
 
 
 
Personal Quality of Life 
 
Respondents were asked to rate their personal quality of life in terms of overall life satisfaction and 10 domain 
satisfactions as shown on Table V. The standard item used to assess overall life satisfaction in the South African 
Quality of Life Trends Study was put to respondents. Satisfaction was measured on a fivepoint satisfaction scale 
ranging from ‘very satisfied’ to ‘very dissatisfied’ over a neutral ‘neither/nor’ mid-point. The majority of the 
householders in the sample (67%) scored above the mid-point of the scale on overall life satisfaction. This score 
is higher than ones observed in national trend surveys (Møller, 2001, p. 36) possibly due to the over-
representation of white householders in the Nelson Mandela Metropole crime study. South African satisfaction 
scores tend to mirror socio-economic status that corresponds to the racial hierarchy of privilege imposed on South 
Africans under the former government. Thus, white South Africans consistently score higher on living standards 
and subjective wellbeing than others (Møller, 1998, 2001). 
 
 
 
 
Results in Table V show that in line with the quality-of-life literature, domains closer to the self, such as family 
relationships and health, produced greater satisfaction than income and employment. Moreover, results are 
consistent with earlier ones obtained in the South African Quality of Life Trends Study which found that South 
Africans are generally least satisfied with earnings, job opportunities, and safety from crime (Møller, 1998). 
The bulk of the domain items were chosen to match the ones that make up the Personal Wellbeing Index 
developed by Australian quality-of-life scholar Robert Cummins et al. (2003). Thus, most of the concerns were 
ones located close to the self. The South African version of the Personal Wellbeing Index was formed by totalling 
scores on seven domain satisfactions, including the six items in Table V (family relationships, community 
integration, health, standard of living, achievements, and opportunities in life). The seventh item referred to 
satisfaction with personal safety, which featured under neighbourhood quality of life in the study (see Table IV 
above)[1]. 
 
Perceptions of Risk of Victimisation and Misfortune 
 
Towards the end of the interview, respondents were asked to assess their risk of becoming victims of select 
crimes, accidents and negative turns in their lives (Table VI). Respondents were asked to assess the likelihood 
that these negative life events might ‘happen to you in the next year’. As most crimes and misfortunes will affect 
all members of the household, reference was variously made to ‘you or a member of your household’, to the 
‘household car’, and to the ‘household breadwinner’. The only exception was the last item, which asked whether 
respondents themselves thought they might be accused of being a perpetrator of a crime. Four of the events 
referred to specific crimes. The crime items referring to robbery, housebreaking, vehicle theft and sexual assault 
or rape of a female child or woman in the household featured high on the list of risks perceived by householders – 
on par with a serious illness and a serious road accident. Respondents were least likely to consider being accused 
of criminal activities themselves. An estimated 11% of South Africans are living with HIV/AIDS (that is are HIV 
positive) – up to 32% among females aged 25–29 years – according to the latest national survey (Nelson 
Mandela/HSRC Study of HIV/AIDS, 2002, p. 46). However, respondents considered contracting HIV/AIDS one 
of their lowest risks akin to the risk of being branded an offender. 
 
 
 
 
Coping Strategies 
 
The last two items in the survey addressed coping strategies (Table VII). The first item asked respondents how 
they protected themselves from misfortune. The second item asked respondents to take their pick of three types of 
social assistance. One option was compensation for criminal victimisation. The other two options, an income 
grant to provide social protection for the economically active without jobs, and retroviral treatment for persons 
living with HIV/AIDS [2], were not available at the time of the survey but were hotly debated issues. 
Results in Table VII show that the overwhelming majority of respondents seek protection from misfortune by 
trusting in a supreme being. Minorities in the sample stated that they try not to worry or else take initiatives to 
prevent things from going wrong in their lives. A few relied on family and friends for support. Virtually no one 
admitted resorting to traditional protective medicine or to luck to preserve peace of mind. Women, older, and 
coloured respondents were more likely than others to be reassured by their faith. Taking personal responsibility 
and ‘getting on with life’ appears to be mainly the prerogative of the young and the employed and decreases 
systematically with age. 
All three options of social assistance were popular but among different constituencies (Table VII). The income 
grant was a favourite among a third of householders in need of instant cash. Above-average support for the 
income grant came from older and unemployed respondents and from low-income households including ones 
with pensioners and social grant recipients. Almost twice as many black and coloured than white   
householders expressed interest in the income grant option. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Access to free antiretroviral treatment was most popular among blacks and young householders under 35 years. 
However, it also found favour across class and colour boundaries with no less than a third of men and women, all 
race groups and the various socio-economic categories voting for free antiretroviral drugs. Preference for 
compensation for victimisation increases systematically from only 14% of black householders in favour, to 27% 
of coloured and 48% of white householders. The compensation option was popular mainly among higher income 
earners and the employed. The higher income groups in the study are more likely to be insured and to attract 
property crimes. The literature states that the need for victim compensation is most beneficial for victims of 
property crimes who suffer financial damage. Compensation for victims of crimes against the person tends to be 
much lower than for victims of property crimes (Wemmers, 2002, p. 44). 
 
 
Analysis 
 
Key Concepts 
 
Further analysis of the research data attempted to shed light on the research hypotheses outlined as the rationale 
for the study. Life satisfaction, using the classical satisfaction with life-as-awhole, was designated to be the 
outcome variable. The Personal Wellbeing Index, described earlier, was used as alternate. 
A number of indices were created as predictor variables. Under the quality-of-life heading, an index of 
‘neighbourhood satisfaction’ was created by averaging the scores of the 10 items in Table V. The same method 
was used to calculate an index of ‘domain satisfaction’ with items in Table IV excluding ‘personal safety’. The 
Personal Wellbeing Index, based on select domain items and satisfaction with ‘personal safety’, has been 
introduced earlier. In the context of a crime study, it was thought that ‘personal safety’ should be isolated as an 
independent predictor. Three further indices were created for the third round of analysis from average scores of 
all perceived risk/fear of ‘misfortune’ in Table VI excepting the risk of becoming an offender oneself (nine 
items), the scores for the four items on risk or ‘fear of crime’, and the scores for the five non-crime types of 
misfortune (‘other misfortune’). 
A threefold distinction was made between victims of a household crime (see Table I), an individual crime, or a 
victim of either type of crime. For the sake of simplicity, and given the counter-intuitive results when making a 
distinction between earlier and later victimisation, no attempt was made to isolate repeat victims. The analyses 
were exploratory and proceeded in four major steps as detailed in the next section. 
 
Exploratory Rounds of Analyses 
 
For the first round of analyses, a distinction was also made between ‘earlier’ (1998–2001) versus ‘more recent’ 
(2002, the year of the survey) victimisation. The intention was to test hypotheses relating to the traumatic effects 
of recent experiences of crimes, especially crimes against the person. Other studies found that victims tended to 
report lower levels of wellbeing. Contrary to expectations, the satisfaction levels for recent and earlier victims 
were very similar in the Nelson Mandela Metropole crime study. In fact, some results were counter-intuitive in 
the sense that recent victims expressed higher life satisfaction than non-victims. 
More importantly, the first round of analyses showed that household victims tended not to score lower on quality of 
life indicators as expected, but significantly higher in some instances on life domains, on life-as-a-whole, and on 
the Personal Wellbeing Index. Household victims were also less fearful of misfortune. These counter-intuitive 
results suggested that households which act as targets for crime have other attributes which enhance the quality of 
life of householders. 
Results for individual crime victims provided more useful pointers. Although the distinction between earlier and 
more recent victims appeared to be spurious, as expected, non-victims generally appeared to score higher on 
global and select domain satisfactions. However, the domain satisfactions, which showed up significant results, 
appeared to be biased towards satisfaction with living-standards issues. This finding suggested that the positive 
impact of socio-economic issues on life satisfaction might overshadow the negative victimisation experience. 
Individual crime victims also tended to be significantly more fearful of misfortune, as indicated by the nine-item 
index. This result suggested that it might be important to isolate the crime items to create the separate ‘fear of 
crime’ index described above. 
To sum up, the results of the first round of analyses suggested it would be useful to abandon the distinction 
between earlier and later victimisation, to retain the distinction between household and individual crime, and to 
control for socio-economic predictors of life satisfaction. Clearly, it would be important to disentangle the 
opposing influences of crime and socio-economic status on life satisfaction. Fear of crime should be isolated from 
fear of other misfortune. These leads were followed up in the second round of analyses. 
The second round of bivariate analysis explored differences in perceived quality of life between victims and non-
victims in the different racial groupings. The analysis aimed to shed further light on the interaction effects of race 
and socio-economic status on victimisation and life satisfaction. 
Race and victimisation were correlated with overall life satisfaction, domain satisfactions and neighbourhood 
satisfactions using ANOVAs to identify the strength of association. The distinction between individual and 
household crime victims was dropped for this analysis. Results on the impact of any type of victimisation in the 
total sample were again counter-intuitive. There were few differences between victims and non-victims’ levels of 
satisfaction for personal and neighbourhood qualityof- life items. The few observed differences at the 0.001 level 
of significance were counter-intuitive, that is higher proportions of victims than non-victims were satisfied with 
life or aspects of life. The only exception refers to satisfaction with personal safety, which features as a 
neighbourhood concern in the study. Victims of both household and individual crimes are more dissatisfied with 
their personal safety than non-victims. 
Whites are consistently and significantly more satisfied than coloureds with overall life satisfaction and all 
domains, and coloureds more so than blacks. The same pattern is observed for neighbourhood concerns. 
The second round of analysis reintroduced temporarily the distinctions in criminal victimisation done away with 
earlier. The intention was to gain a better understanding of the impact of criminal victimisation on life satisfaction 
and personal safety in black, coloured and white neighbourhoods. Some 11 different combinations of 
victimisation were explored in relation to life satisfaction and personal safety taking into account earlier and more 
recent victimisation, and household and individual crimes. Furthermore, each of the nine crimes covered in the 
survey was correlated with life satisfaction and personal safety making a distinction between earlier and more 
recent victimisation. These analyses were conducted separately for black, coloured and white householders. No 
significant differences in life satisfaction were observed between victims and non-victims. It was only in the 
largest subsample of blacks, that individual victimisation came closest to having a very significant negative 
influence on life satisfaction. Although household crimes appeared to have no impact on life satisfaction, it is 
noteworthy that all but one of the 17 black householders who had experienced a murder in their households were 
dissatisfied with life. 
Results for the corresponding analysis using satisfaction with personal safety as outcome variable produced more 
striking results. Among blacks, individual victimisation had the most noticeable negative impact on feelings of 
personal safety. Among whites, household as well as individual crimes seemed to impact negatively on feelings 
of safety. For example, white victims tended to be significantly less satisfied with personal safety in the case of 
home burglary. 
To sum up, the second round of analysis identified a further lead to pursue. It pointed to the possible importance 
of the personal safety factor as a mediator of life satisfaction in the case of victimisation. 
The third round of analyses explored the co-variation of demographic and socio-economic correlates of criminal 
victimisation and life satisfaction. Results are shown in Table VIII. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Victimisation varies according to socio-economic status as shown in the columns on the left in Table VIII. More 
white and economically better-off households are affected by household crimes in which housebreaking 
dominates. Men are somewhat more at risk although the literature notes that women typically tend to fear crime 
more than men. Similarly fewer older respondents are victims of personal crimes although the literature cites that 
fear of crime tends to be greater among older than younger persons (Hale, 1996). White householders are more 
likely than black and coloured householders to be victims of household crimes. Inversely, black and coloured 
respondents are more likely than whites to be victims of individual crimes. Wealthier households are significantly 
more likely to be affected by household crimes. No significant differences between rich and poor households are 
observed in the case of individual crimes. 
In the right-hand column in Table VIII, self-reported life satisfaction shows up the strong racial gradient 
mentioned earlier, with whites being more satisfied than coloureds, who in turn tend to be more satisfied than 
blacks. Given South Africa’s racial history, the racial gradient overlaps with economic advantage. Household 
crimes appear to target better-off households, whose heads, presumably owing to their socioeconomic  
and related advantages, also report higher levels of life satisfaction. In contrast to socio-economic factors, gender 
and age differences in life satisfaction are less evident. In part, gender and age differences will be associated with 
race and socio-economic advantage, in the sense that average age is higher among whites than blacks; average 
incomes for men tend to be higher than for women; and financial security tends to increase during the life course. 
The third round of analysis also explored the lead on the importance of fear of crime for levels of life satisfaction. 
All nine items on fear of crime and misfortune were cross-tabulated with life satisfaction, personal safety as well 
as demographic and socio-economic variables listed in Table VIII above. Results in Table IX confirm that 
enhanced subjective wellbeing and freedom from fear of crime are both significantly correlated and more in 
evidence among the economically better-off. Whites, who are most likely to be among the materially better off, 
consistently reported less fear of crime and misfortune than coloureds who in turn reported less fear than blacks 
who, on average, tend to be economically worst off. Age differences were insignificant and gender differences 
less obvious than socioeconomic ones. The literature reports that women tend to fear crime more than men (Hale, 
1996). The women in the survey conformed to this pattern. Female householders also tended to be more inclined 
to fear other misfortunes. Most importantly, the analysis revealed that only individual crime victims registered 
significantly greater fear of crime. 
Table IX also compares fear of crime with fear of general misfortune (the latter index included all nine risk 
items). Fear of crime is consistently greater than fear of general misfortune as mentioned earlier. Fear of crime 
and misfortune tend to be greater among women than men, and among black and poorer households. The racial 
gradient observed earlier pertains to both fear of crime and misfortune. Important for the analysis here is that fear 
of crime and misfortune impacts negatively on personal wellbeing as indicated by overall life satisfaction and the 
Personal Wellbeing Index. Fear appears to be more pronounced among victims of personal than household 
crimes. This result is supportive of the second hypothesis that posits that crimes against the person will be more 
traumatic and hence have a more negative impact on personal wellbeing than other crimes. Owing to the lesser 
negative impact of household crimes, there is no significant difference in the fears expressed by victims and non-
victims. 
In sum, results from the third round of analyses assist in disentangling the effects of victimisation and socio-
economic status on life quality. They establish that quality-of-life assessments and higher standards of living co-
vary, which explains why better-off households report higher levels of life satisfaction in spite of victimisation. 
Secondly, personal safety and freedom from crime enhance life satisfaction. Fear of crime and dissatisfaction with 
personal safety are more pronounced among blacks and among householders with lower standards of living. 
Individual but not household victims report lower scores on personal safety and freedom from fear of crime. 
 
 
 
Profiles of Victims and Non-victims  
 
The fourth round of analysis attempted to profile victims and non-victims in terms of a wider range of 
characteristics that might be useful for a crime prevention strategy. The profiles were compiled using some 43 
indicators covering socio-demographics, social integration, perceptions of neighbourhood safety and policing, 
assistance with coping, fear of crime and misfortune, and personal and neighbourhood quality of life (see 
Appendix A). Profiles were drawn up for the total sample and householders living in black, coloured and white 
neighbourhoods. 
The inclusive definition of victim was applied which includes householders who had experienced any of the nine 
household and individual crimes covered in the survey in the 5-year period 1998–2002. In view of the fact that 
individual crimes appear to make a stronger impact on personal quality of life, preference would have been given 
to profiling only personal crime victims. However, the numbers would have been too small to allow for 
disaggregation by race. Only items significantly different at the 0.001 level (Spearman’s  or ) were used to 
compile the victim profile: 
 
Victims. Victims tend generally to be socio-economically advantaged, well established and socially integrated in their 
residential neighbourhoods. Victims are likely to have taken precautions to protect their homes, possibly as a result of an 
earlier property crime experience. It is perhaps telling that victims are more inclined to report actively taking personal 
responsibility to avoid misfortune than simply to place their trust in God. Although higher proportions of victims have taken 
precautions to protect themselves from crime, they do not appear to feel much safer than non-victims. Earlier analyses 
showed that victims, using the extended definition of victimisation, do not generally report lower levels of personal 
wellbeing or greater fear of crime than non-victims, which is confirmed in the analysis here. In fact, victims score higher, 
that is, report higher satisfaction levels, on the domain satisfaction index. Victims and non-victims achieve similar scores on 
the neighbourhood quality-of-life index. Although victims do not score differently on the fear of crime index, they are 
significantly less satisfied with their personal safety. 
 
Non-victims are characterised mainly by lower socio-economic status and fewer possessions, such as a vehicle or a cell 
phone, which would make them targets of crime. Higher proportions of non-victims than victims are shack dwellers, 
newcomers, and persons who appeared to be less well integrated in their neighbourhoods. Non-victims appear to be 
significantly more confident of their immunity from crime than victims. They are less likely to take any precautions to 
protect their home and have more positive perceptions of safety in the neighbourhood and policing. Non-victims tend to 
believe crime in their areas has decreased in the past three years and they express confidence in the police. Non-victims are 
less likely than victims to identify an unsafe place in their neighbourhood and have not considered it necessary to change 
their behaviour to protect themselves from crime. Importantly, non-victims are more satisfied than victims with their 
personal safety. 
 
Similar exercises were undertaken to draw up profiles of black, coloured and white victims and non-victims. 
Owing to the smaller numbers, the profiles were less distinctive but supported the broad brush descriptions 
attempted above. 
The same method was used to draw up a profile of residents who feel safe from crime in their neighbourhood. 
The key variable was the neighbourhood quality-of-life indicator ‘satisfaction with personal safety’. 
 
Safe residents. Householders who are satisfied with personal safety are likely to be men and socio-economically better-off 
as indicated by the survey categories of higher household income, formal employment, detached housing rather than shack 
accommodation, telephone or cellular phone and vehicle ownership. Satisfaction with safety increases with age. Persons 
who feel safe hold positive views of their neighbourhood and policing in their neighbourhood. They are less likely than 
others to identify unsafe places in the neighbourhood, to have found it necessary to change their behaviour to protect 
themselves from crime although they are inclined to take responsibility for protection into their own hands and have 
installed target-hardening measures including alarm systems. They keep a dog but not a weapon as home protection. They 
generally feel safer with these protective measures in place and appear to gain more confidence from home protection than 
the few neighbourhood safety initiatives that are in place. Regarding policing matters, householders who feel safe are likely 
to believe the police and municipality are now doing a better job; they express confidence in the police and volunteer to 
report neighbourhood crimes. They would welcome more visible policing. Satisfied householders are also more likely than 
others to prefer assistance in the form of victim compensation if they were to become a victim of crime in future. 
Particularly important for this study is that householders who are satisfied with their personal safety report enhanced 
wellbeing on all quality-of-life measures used in the survey: overall life satisfaction, the neighbourhood quality-of-life 
index, the domain satisfaction index, and the Personal Wellbeing Index. A technical artefact may operate here as these 
quality-of-life measures use satisfaction scales similar to the one on which satisfaction with personal safety was assessed. 
Therefore it is noteworthy that satisfaction with safety also goes hand in hand with lower fear of crime and misfortune, 
items which are measured differently. 
Vulnerable residents. Householders who felt more vulnerable include shack dwellers and people who are not socially 
integrated, that is, do not know their neighbours’ name or would not trust them to look after their children. Householders 
personal safety than others.who are dissatisfied with their personal safety are very likely to have no home protection or else 
have resorted to keeping a weapon. Interestingly, people who keep a weapon as protection tend to be less not more satisfied 
with personal safety than others. 
 
Profiles of personal safety were also compiled for the black, coloured and white subsamples. Some interesting 
nuances emerged. For example, social integration appears to be particularly important for feelings of safety in 
coloured but not in white or black neighbourhoods. Coloured householders who are satisfied with their safety 
know their neighbours’ names and would trust them to look after their children. The profile for the total sample 
tends to be more clear-cut than those for subsamples. Therefore it is important to note that patterns of results 
pertaining to quality-of-life issues and fear of crime were identical in all subsamples. Satisfaction with safety was 
significantly correlated at the .001 level with all measures of quality of life and fear of crime and misfortune. 
 
Regression Analysis  
 
The fifth round of analysis applied exploratory stepwise regression analysis to explain the variance in the variable 
‘life satisfaction’. Seven batches of indicators, mainly dummy variables, representing demographics, social 
integration, neighbourhood safety factors, policing, coping strategies, and quality-of-life indices were chosen as 
the predictors. The set of predictors is listed in Appendix A. As the values of many predictors differ significantly 
by race, regressions were run for the black, coloured and white subsamples as well as the total sample. In turn, 
each of the seven batches of predictor indicators was regressed on life satisfaction together with the indicators of 
victimisation, the fear of crime index, personal safety, and household income. 
In the case of the regressions using data from the total sample, race dummies were included. The regression 
analysis yielded seven solutions for each subsample and the total sample, that is, 28 solutions altogether. Of 
importance for the discussion here are three trends in the results. 
 
1. The variance explained for the total sample was in the range of 28% in terms of adjusted R2 and up to 
43% in the case of using other quality-of-life indicators to predict overall life satisfaction. As might be 
expected, the batch of predictors on quality of life, which include domain and neighbourhood satisfactions 
measured on Likert-scales, did a better job of explaining variance in life satisfaction than other batches of 
predictors. The variance explained for the subsamples was negligible or very low, averaging some 11%. 
 
2. The predictors pertaining to race and income featured in all regression solutions for the total sample. 
Income featured in all seven solutions for the total sample and in 17 of the 21 solutions for the 
subsamples. In the analyses for subsamples using the demographic batch of predictors, income appeared 
to be crowded out by other indicators denoting higher socioeconomic status. 
 
 
3. The most important finding is that the key variables identified in earlier rounds of analysis, personal safety 
and fear of crime, featured consistently in all solutions for the total sample and in the majority of solutions 
for subsamples. These two factors appeared to crowd out other subjective indicators in the regressions, 
such as attitudes to policing and neighbourhood safety. An overview of the most important predictors of 
life satisfaction in each batch beyond race, income, fear of crime and personal safety is given in Table X. 
 
4. Actual victimisation featured in very few of the regression solutions. This result begs the question whether 
the variables of fear of crime and personal safety act as proxies for actual victimisation. It is plausible that 
fear of crime and personal safety act as more powerful predictors precisely because they are concerns for 
all residents given the high crime levels in their neighbourhoods. 
 
 
 
 
A serendipity finding first suggested that the variable on victimisation alternates with personal safety and fear 
of crime in explaining a small proportion of life satisfaction. When the variable of personal safety was 
inadvertently omitted in the last regression run with the last batch of predictors, the victimisation variable 
promptly appeared in the solutions for the black and the total sample. 
To check if the supposition that fear of crime and personal safety act as proxies for actual victimisation is 
indeed correct, four further regressions were run with life satisfaction as the dependent variable. All 
regressions included three race dummies (white, black and coloured) and income as predictors. Experiments 
were made with different combinations of predictors beyond race and income. All solutions included ‘not 
being black’ and higher income. If two variables indicating household and individual victimization were 
added to the set, only individual victimization was included in the solution in the last step. If victimisation, 
regardless of type of crime was added, victimisation also appeared in the solution in the last step. However, if 
personal safety and fear of crime were added as predictors along with one or both victim variables, personal 
safety and fear of crime displaced victimisation in the regression solutions. In sum, the supposition was 
proved correct. Table XI gives the details. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table XI shows that personal safety and fear of crime do a somewhat better job of explaining life satisfaction than 
victimisation, judging by their b and significance values. Also worth noting is that the somewhat higher b values 
for personal safety than fear of crime may be a technical artefact in the sense that personal safety is measured on 
the same scale as life satisfaction. 
To sum up, not being a victim of crime – particularly of personal crime – feelings of personal safety, freedom 
from fear of crime, not being black, and higher household income consistently contribute positively to life 
satisfaction. Feelings of personal safety and freedom from fear of crime are more likely to enhance life 
satisfaction than simply not having been a victim. However, most of the explanatory work is done by the two 
socio-economic factors, race and income, which show up the huge racial divide in living standards which still 
persists in the new South Africa and affects chances of actual victimisation and impacts negatively on feelings of 
safety and security. 
 
Discussion and Conclusions 
 
Key Findings  
 
This study set out to explore the impact of criminal victimisation on quality of life in South Africa on the basis of 
a household study conducted among 3300 residents in 17 police wards in the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan 
Municipality in the Eastern Cape which includes Port Elizabeth. The study was undertaken to inform a crime 
reduction strategy for the metropolitan area. The study found that some 30% of households had experienced a 
lesser or more serious case of crime between 1998 and 2002, the year of the survey, ranging from theft out of a 
vehicle, to housebreaking, to rape and murder (Table II). 
Given South Africa’s high crime rates, particularly for violent crime, it seemed plausible that crime and fear of 
crime should feature as a threat to quality of life. Although an item on personal safety features in most quality-of-
life inventories, the link between subjective wellbeing and actual victimisation has not been explained in depth 
(Michalos and Zumbo, 2000). Michalos’ and Zumbo’s study of Prince George, in Northern British Columbia, 
Canada, found that victimisation and life satisfaction were correlated but victimisation contributed very little to 
the explanation of life satisfaction in their regression analyses in which crime issues could easily be displaced by 
other neighbourhood concerns. 
The study reported here was undertaken with the assumption that crimes issues would play a greater role in 
explaining quality of life in a country characterised by exceptionally high rates of violent crime during its 
transition to democracy. The findings from the Nelson Mandela Metropole crime study proved this assumption to 
be wrong. Victimisation did not have the pronounced negative impact on quality of life that was initially 
expected. 
As was the case in Michalos’ and Zumbo’s Prince George study, crime victims did report lower levels of personal 
wellbeing, but actual victimisation only explained a fraction of overall life satisfaction and was easily displaced 
by negative perceptions of crime in regression analysis. 
In the Nelson Mandela Metropole crime study, actual victimisation, which affects a lesser proportion of the 
population, did not explain any of the variance in life satisfaction if fear of crime and personal safety were 
included in the same analysis. Indirectly, of course, victimisation did contribute to the explanation in that the 
study also established that victims tend to have greater fear of crime and are less satisfied with personal safety. In 
the regression solutions, actual criminal victimisation was crowded out by the crime-related concerns, personal 
safety and fear of crime, which did explain a proportion of the variance in life satisfaction. In turn, personal safety 
and fear of crime were overshadowed by indicators of more pressing issues of unequal opportunities to achieve 
the good material life. 
Perhaps quality-of-life researchers should not be surprised that actual victimisation has a lesser impact on 
personal wellbeing than subjective factors such as fear of crime. The direct link between crime and fear of crime 
has been much discussed in the victimology literature. As Wikström and Dolmén (2001, p. 126) point out, the 
more serious individual crime is a relatively rare event. Thus, the variation is much less for the crime variable 
than for fear of crime. If fear of crime crowds out actual victimisation in our regression solutions, then surely this 
is the key crime issue that calls for intervention to enhance quality of life. This is a point that will be picked up 
further on. 
After 10 years of democracy, there is general consensus that the challenges for the next decade focus on poverty 
and unemployment, HIV/AIDS, and crime. Why then does criminal victimisation have so little direct impact on 
personal wellbeing? The link between crime and quality of life is particularly complex in South Africa where 
crime patterns differ between race groups. The study showed that poorer and black householders, particularly 
young men, were more likely to become targets of ‘individual’ crimes against the person, while more affluent and 
white householders were more likely to become targets of ‘household’ crime, mainly property crime. Attempts to 
disentangle the interaction effects between material factors, race and crime on life satisfaction found that the large 
income divides in South Africa tended to outweigh all other concerns including crime. Even in a study focusing 
on crime, crime issues seem to pale in significance compared to poverty and unemployment. Dissatisfaction with 
unemployment was typically more acute than personal safety (Table IV). The fact that the predictor variables 
‘unemployed’ and ‘opts for an income grant’ featured with a negative sign in the regression equations for life 
satisfaction (see Table X) further emphasises the perceived priority of better living standards to enhance life 
quality for South Africans. Income grants target South Africa’s poor who typically also suffer from a happiness 
deficit. 
To return to the four hypotheses on recent and repeat victimisation and stigmatisation that set the agenda for 
further analyses beyond the descriptive: the distinction between earlier and more recent victimisation proved not 
to discriminate and was abandoned. Similarly the idea that victims in high or low crime areas might react 
differently to victimisation was not pursued in the analysis owing to the relatively high crime rates in all police 
wards. The victimology literature states that repeat or multiple victims of crime are at risk of being revictimised 
(e.g., Smith et al., 2001; Kiessl and Würger, 2002; Wemmers, 2002). Although it was not practically feasible to 
study the effects of multiple or repeat victimisation, results do suggest that victims learn from experience and take 
protective measures that in turn boost feelings of personal safety and wellbeing. The gravity of the offence 
according to criminal code is not necessarily a good indication of its emotional impact (Wemmers, 2002). In line 
with the literature and in support of hypothesis two, individual crimes against the person, experienced by the 
respondents directly, seemed to have a greater negative impact on feelings of safety and life satisfaction than 
household crime. The material advantages that attract property crime, but enhance many other aspects of life 
quality, appear to boost life satisfaction scores in spite of victimisation. 
Surprisingly, contrary to popular notions that community integration and vigilance serve to protect from crime, 
results from the Nelson Mandela Metropole study tended to point in the opposite direction. Ironically, better 
integrated residents who belong to local organisations, know their neighbours’ names and would trust neighbours 
to look after their children, appear to be the more likely crime targets. One interpretation is that social integration 
indicators correlate with a higher profile in the community and with characteristics such as wealth and 
possessions. Thus, better-integrated households might stand out as potential property crime victims in South 
Africa. 
 
Resilience vs. Vulnerability  
 
Are South Africans living with crime resilient or merely resigned? The 3300 householders in the study reported a 
total of 36 murders and 23 rapes among other crimes in a 5-year period. Thirty per cent of the households in the 
Nelson Mandela Metropole study had experienced an incidence of household crime; 10% of individual crime. 
Yet, by and large, their personal wellbeing seemed to be intact. Crime did not appear to make the major negative 
emotional impact expected judging by results of several rounds of analysis. Perhaps this finding is not altogether 
unsurprising. The literature cites astonishing coping potential in most victims exposed to very severe catastrophes 
and negative life events. The same applies to victims of crime. Longitudinal studies suggest that most victims do 
not experience a dramatic disorientation of their wellbeing, nor do they endure an extreme increase in fear in the 
shorter or longer term (Denkers and Winkel, 1998). 
While findings suggest that most victims are hardy rather than vulnerable, on closer inspection, one might detect 
symptoms of stress among all South Africans that are only somewhat more pronounced among actual victims. By 
international standards South Africans appear to be obsessed and intimidated by crime. In a study conducted in 
Sweden, fear of crime was operationalised in terms of three indicators: feeling safe going out alone at night, 
afraid of particular individuals in the neighbourhood, and risk of becoming a crime victim (Wikstro¨m and 
Dolme´n, 2001). In the Nelson Mandela Metropole study, a third of householders reported a behaviour change 
owing to crime that meant they now stayed home at night or came home early in the evenings. Some 44% 
reported an area in the neighbourhood where they felt particularly unsafe. In the Netherlands, Winkel et al., 
(2003) have developed a rapid appraisal instrument to identify vulnerable victims in special need of counselling 
to cope with trauma. One of the 10 items refers to victims’ perceptions of a higher risk than others of repeat 
victimisation, an item that compares with the fear of crime item used in the South African study. Consider that a 
third of householders in the Nelson Mandela Metropole crime survey consider it ‘very likely’ that they run the 
risk of experiencing crimes ranging from housebreaking to rape in the next year. 
The Nelson Mandela Metropole study used projections of negative life events to test the perceived threat of crime 
relative to other misfortunes. The most economically disadvantaged sector of the sample perceived itself to be 
most vulnerable to misfortune and reported lower levels of personal wellbeing. South African studies confirm that 
residents of black and coloured neighbourhoods are most at risk of crime (Masuku, 2002), and the results of the 
NMMM crime study confirm this trend. The victimisation variables were more likely to appear in regression 
solutions for the black subsample although the larger numbers may also have played a role here. The financial 
costs of home protection might be prohibitive for residents in the economically weaker black communities. Black 
householders were least likely of any group to have taken any precautions to protect their homes. Winkel and 
Vrij’s (1998) study of needy victims found that low levels of pre-victimisation wellbeing constituted a central risk 
factor, which delayed return to individual set-levels after the victimising incident. Given the happiness deficit of 
all black South Africans, including black householders in the Nelson Mandela Metropole crime study, one might 
argue that black victims are potentially vulnerable. 
On the other hand, the efforts required to overcome fear of crime and to boost feelings of personal safety have a 
high price. The higher levels of subjective wellbeing and personal safety of white South Africans are gained at the 
cost of changes in lifestyles and extreme measures of home protection, which might be considered symptomatic 
of trauma. Winkel et al. (1998, p. 195) refer to engaging in extreme forms of preventive behaviour such as 
fortification as indicative of a certain type of needy victim. Four in 10 white householders in the Nelson Mandela 
Metropole study had changed their personal behaviour to protect themselves from crime. Over 95% had taken 
some sort of measure to protect their homes. Four in five had installed grilles or built high walls to protect their 
homes and to gain a sense of personal safety in the home. Four in 10 had installed alarm systems and armed 
response. 
Consider also that the vast majority in the Nelson Mandela Metropole crime study stated that they trusted in God 
to protect them from misfortune as their main coping strategy, a response that suggests an element of resignation 
as well as hardiness. Only a minority shrugged off worries and got on with their lives or felt sufficiently 
empowered to take responsibility for their own protection from misfortune. 
Returning to the question posed earlier: are South Africans living with the high crime rates in their cities resigned 
or resilient? Findings from the study are insufficient to answer the question. However, the conclusion lies close at 
hand that while victimisation does not overtly impact negatively on personal wellbeing in South Africa, it 
nevertheless has high costs in terms of lifestyle restrictions and stress. 
Cognitive and Emotional Dimensions of Crime Some scholars of victimology make a distinction between the 
cognitive and emotional dimensions of fear of crime (Smith et al., 2001), similar to the one typically made by 
quality-of-life researchers between cognitive and affective evaluations of life. Other victimologists seem to use 
fear of crime and risk of crime interchangeably (Hale, 1996). For example, Wikström and Dolmén define fear of 
crime as a people’s angst about the risk of being subjected to crime (emphasis added). They note that minor 
environmental disorders signal risk . . . of victimisation and hence increase people’s fear of crime. However, high 
levels of social integration signal to residents that there is potential for support should they be threatened with 
crime (2001, p. 126). The Nelson Mandela Metropole study applied both types of measures when exploring 
perceptions of neighbourhood safety. The study used a more cognitive measure to tap fear of crime, namely the 
perceived risk of becoming a crime victim. Similarly, personal safety was measured in terms of a cognitive 
satisfaction assessment. The fact that both of these measures consistently figured in regression solutions suggests 
that they might not tap the same aspect of perceptions of crime and should not simply be considered as positive 
and negative equivalents. A gut feeling of the existence of ‘unsafe areas in the neighbourhood’, identified by 
some 44% of respondents in the survey, made an independent but small contribution to the explanation of life 
satisfaction over and above the more cognitive items of the risk (fear of crime) and satisfaction (personal safety). 
Personal Safety and Personal Wellbeing The crime study reported here breaks ground in terms of quality-of-life 
measurement. The Nelson Mandela Metropole study represents the first South African application of the 
International Personal Wellbeing Index, developed by Cummins and colleagues at Deakin University in Australia, 
for international comparative purposes. The index was adapted for local use. The Personal Wellbeing Index used 
in the Nelson Mandela Metropole crime study correlated significantly with overall life satisfaction, the measure 
used most extensively in earlier South African quality-of-life studies. Of interest for advancing measurement in 
quality-of-life studies, the South African version of the Personal Wellbeing Index was assigned the highest  
value in a regression solution with life satisfaction as the dependent variable and domain and neighbourhood 
satisfaction items as predictors (Table X). This suggests that the Personal Wellbeing Index and satisfaction with 
life-as-a-whole could be used interchangeably. This is an important finding for practical purposes as the one-item 
life satisfaction measure has been applied in the South African Quality of Life Trends Study since the early1980s. 
Its merits are simplicity and low cost. The seven-item Personal Wellbeing Index would cost seven times more to 
apply in syndicated national surveys that are typically costed per item. 
Of importance in a crime study is that the international Personal Wellbeing Index includes an item on personal 
safety – ‘how safe you feel’. For the South African version of the Personal Wellbeing Index used in the NMMM 
crime study, the corresponding item on satisfaction with ‘personal safety’ was ‘borrowed’ from items in the 
neighbourhood quality-of-life inventory. From a technical point of view, the ‘borrowing’ of items from other 
inventories introduced some overlap, which may have interfered with signs in the regression equations as it is 
considered bad practice to use highly correlated or overlapping indices in regression analysis. Nevertheless, the 
practice does raise some interesting questions on where to place personal safety, a question considered next. 
Personal Safety as a Neighbourhood Issue Are ‘personal safety’ and ‘fear of crime’ to be regarded as global, 
personal or neighbourhood quality-of-life issues? Quality-of-life researchers tend to focus on global measures 
such as happiness and life satisfaction as outcome variables. The Nelson Mandela Metropole study initially 
focused exclusively on life satisfaction as outcome variable. Victimology scholars seem to have fewer inhibitions 
in extending the repertoire and use fear of crime as a proxy quality-of-life outcome measure. In line with this 
approach, the analysis for the NMMM study turned to issues of personal safety and fear of crime to achieve a 
better understanding of how crime depressed quality of life. Regression analysis showed that personal safety 
along with financial security and freedom from fear of crime explained some 27% of the variance in life 
satisfaction (Table XI). 
The insights gained from the work of victimologists on the importance of negative perceptions of crime arising 
from actual victimisation beg the question whether issues such as fear of crime should be treated as community or 
personal quality-of-life variables. As the analysis for the Nelson Mandela Metropole study progressed, personal 
safety and fear of crime emerged as the more telling indicators of the impact of victimisation on personal 
wellbeing. At the outset, the rationale for this study argued that given the high crime rates in South Africa, 
victimisation was a personal rather than a neighbourhood issue. The international Personal Wellbeing Index 
similarly treats ‘personal safety’, that is the item on ‘how safe you feel’ as a personal concern. However, the 
drafters of the NMMM study considered ‘personal safety’ as a neighbourhood concern for purposes of developing 
a crime prevention strategy for the metropolitan area. Michalos and Zumbo (2000) on the basis of their regression 
analyses concluded that crime issues are essentially neighbourhood issues. Several victimologists report that 
levels of victimisation and fear of crime are mediated by neighbourhood issues such as social integration (Smith 
et al., 2001; Wikstro¨m and Dolme´n, 2001), a finding confirmed to a certain degree by the NMMM regression 
results. Perhaps the question on whether fear of crime is a personal or neighbourhood issue should be resolved 
from a practical crime intervention as well as a theoretical viewpoint. Consider that the need for greater personal 
safety and freedom from fear of crime might command greater attention if municipal authorities regard it as a 
neighbourhood issue rather than merely as an idiosyncratic personal need. Neighbourhood issues are the 
responsibility of elected leaders with the political authority to effect safety interventions to protect citizens from 
crime. 
 
Fear of Crime and Protection for Women Victims  
 
Viewing personal safety as a neighbourhood factor for crime prevention interventions may be particularly 
important when addressing the victimisation of women. Householders in the Nelson Mandela Metropole study 
were particularly fearful of rape (Table III). Women expressed greater fear of crime generally although they are 
somewhat less likely to actually experience crime, findings that are in line with other studies of victimisation. 
According to Smith et al’s literature review and the findings of their Swedish study, there is good reason for 
women to take their risk of crime seriously. Their study found that past property victimisation enhanced fear of 
assault among women. They note that the vulnerability of women has both objective and subjective aspects. 
Women are physically smaller than the average attacker, might be less well able to defend themselves and 
importantly are subject to rape. At the subjective level, women may be more vulnerable because of ‘reminders’ of 
their physical vulnerability in the form of harassment or reminders of their lower power status in a male-
dominated patriarchal society (Smith et al., 2001, p.162). 
According to a theory by Sparks (1982) that was confirmed in the Swedish study, women tend to be more 
influenced by their immediate surroundings in processing risk perception while men are more influenced by their 
empowerment status. Women ‘ecologise’ fear and risk. Environmental factors provide powerful signals for 
women. Thus, social cohesion and integration assist in dispelling women’s fear of crime. Men tend to underplay 
risk. They personalise risk and fear based on their own status as young, old, educated, newcomers etc. (Smith et 
al., 2001). Women’s perceptions of crime from an ‘ecological’ perspective stress the importance of 
neighbourhood factors and is supportive of the idea that personal safety and fear of crime should be regarded as 
neighbourhood issues particularly for practical intervention purposes. 
In conclusion, judging by results from the Nelson Mandela Metropole criminal victimisation study, South 
Africans appear to be resilient. They are not prepared to let criminal victimisation depress their personal 
wellbeing. In spite of high crime levels in the country, they continue to pursue the material rewards of the good 
life. Crime is merely an obstacle to achieving the higher standard of living that promises to enhance their personal 
wellbeing. Ironically, the trappings of the better life also present the danger of becoming a crime target in future. 
What binds South Africans from all walks of life is fear of crime and dissatisfaction with personal safety, both 
factors that consistently feature among the concerns that impact negatively on South Africans’ personal 
wellbeing. Results from the South African crime study show that poverty and unemployment issues are 
considered greater threats to the perceived quality of life than crime. The conclusion lies close at hand, that 
greater social equality will most likely create the social climate in which concerns about personal safety and 
security are no longer major threats to wellbeing. 
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Appendix A 
 
Seven sets of predictors used in the regression analyses 
Dependent variable: Satisfaction with life-as-a whole 
 
 
Predictors added to all sets 
Race dummies: Black, white, coloured 
Household income 
Personal safety 
Fear of crime index 
Victim of individual or household crime during 5-year period 1998–2002 
 
1. Demographics 
Homeowner 
Gender 
Age 
Formally employed 
Unemployed 
Small household: up to four persons 
Telephone 
Vehicle owner 
Detached house 
Shack dweller 
 
2. Social integration 
Lived in neighbourhood for 2 years or less 
Lived in neighbourhood 10 years or more 
Knows neighbours’ names 
Trusts neighbours to babysit 
Non-member of local club/organisation 
 
3. Neighbourhood safety 
Believes crime has decreased in neighbourhood in past 3 years 
Identifies no unsafe place in neighbourhood 
Reports no behaviour change owing to crime 
 
4. Home protection 
Home protection: grilles, security wall, etc. 
Home protection: alarm, armed response 
Home protection: dog 
Home protection: weapon 
Home protection: none 
Feels safer with home protection 
Feels safer with neighbourhood anti-crime initiative 
 
5. Community policing 
Believes police are doing a better job than 3 years ago 
Expresses confidence in police 
Would report crime 
Feels safer with visible policing 
Volunteers to assist police 
Volunteers to assist in service delivery 
Believes the municipality is doing a good job of service delivery 
Volunteers to make area safer 
 
6. Quality of life issues 
Fear of misfortune index (non-crime issues) 
Personal Wellbeing Index 
Domain satisfaction index 
Neighbourhood quality-of-life index 
 
7. Coping strategies 
Coping strategy: Doesn’t worry, gets on with life 
Coping strategy: Trusts in God 
Coping strategy: Takes own responsibility 
Preferred assistance: Victim compensation 
Preferred assistance: Antiretrovirals 
Preferred assistance: Income grant 
 
Notes 
 
[1] The Personal Wellbeing Index used in this study replicated the one developed for the Australian Unity index (Cummins 
et al., 2003). The index is theory-based in that it includes the domains that feature most commonly in the literature. 
Variations in the wording of items used in the Nelson Mandela Metropole study from ones in the recommended 
international version are given in square brackets: (1) Your standard of living (the way you live) [international version: your 
standard of living]; (2) Your health; (3) What you have achieved in your life so far [What you achieve in life]; (4) How you 
get on with your family [Your personal relationships]; (5) personal safety [How safe you feel]; (6) Feeling part of the 
community [Feeling part of your community]; (7) Your future chances of meeting your ambitions [Your future security]. As 
the South African personal safety item (item No. 5) was measured on a three-point satisfaction scale, values were ‘stretched’ 
to match the five-point scale used for all the other items. Ideally, the developers of the International Personal Wellbeing 
Index foresaw an 11-point ‘gold’-standard scale (Cummins, 1995). 
 
[2] Since 2002, the African National Congress-led government has had a change of heart and promised to make 
antiretrovirals available at public health clinics in the run-up to the national elections in mid-2004. 
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